The effects of early lead exposure on auditory function in rhesus monkeys.
Thirty-one female rhesus monkeys were randomly assigned to three lead exposure conditions (none, birth to 1 year, and birth to 2 years). Blood lead levels were maintained at 35-40 microg/dl beginning shortly after birth and continuing for 1 or 2 years postnatally. Auditory function was assessed in these monkeys at least 1 year after exposure to lead. The outcome measures included tympanometry to assess middle ear function, otoacoustic emissions (OAEs) to assess cochlear function, and auditory brainstem-evoked responses (ABRs) to assess the auditory nerve and brainstem pathways. There were no significant differences among the three experimental groups for any of the tympanometric variables measured suggesting no effect of lead exposure on middle ear function. Suprathreshold and threshold distortion product OAEs (DPOAEs) were comparable among the three groups. Finally, the auditory-evoked response at levels from the auditory nerve to the cerebral cortex did not significantly differ as a function of lead exposure. The lead exposure in this study had little effect on auditory function.